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ABSTRACT 

Focusing on the way teachers conceptualise reading 
and on whether these conceptions influence Instructional practicep a 
study >as undertaken utilizing a propositlona 1 inventory and a 
naturallatic field study. The proposit ional Inventory was used in two 
teacher sur^eyst the first Included 602 teachers and sought to 
fleterraine their conceptions of reading! the second included 257 
teachers and attempted to establish relationships between their 
-3©!ttographic data and their reading concept ions. Three major findings 
resulted* teachers do think in conceptual patterns, these patterns do 
not match the theoretical categories discussed In the reading 
literature, and teacher conceptions sees to be associated most 
strongly with years of experience. The field study involved 33 
teachers and produced the following findings! teachers have more than 
one conception of reading, some teachers possess more complex 
conceptions than others, conceptions seem to vary In stability from 
teacher to teacher, a teacher's reading concept ion may be related to 
the graae level taught a^d to the ability level of the students, and 
teachers do modify and change their conceptions of reading and 
reading Instruct Ion over time. These findings indicate that teacher 
conceptions of reading ar^ reflected in instructional practices. 
(FL) 
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Thin study focuses on how te^iuhcrH conciipLual.lze rtrading and whether 
Chese conceptions inf luer^^^ns truce Lonal pracLlue. It is being conducted 
under the an^pices o£ the Institute for Research on Teaching at Michigan 
State Univt^i - X , an NIE funded program of research which focuses on what 
teachers thi^^^ >^-nd how such thinking affects instructional decision-making. 

The underglrding hypothesis oi thi^ paper is that effective teachers 
make decison.^ based on a theory or mentai framework (a conception) which 
serves as a model against which the instruction is analyzed and decisions 
are made. In effect^ the principles of the conception*-push*' the teacher 
to select a parcicul.^r alternative or iiequence of alternatives from the 
ufiiverse of possibilities; in short, the teachers analyze and the key to 
this ainalysis is a mental conception which guides and govMrts the pattern 
of decisions made. This is not unlike the phenomenon being examined by the 
Clinical Processes In Reading group of ^ the IRT (1979)1 alsOj similar 
hypof;he^es are reflected in the writings of Kami 1 and Pearson (1979), 
mrvQll and Chall ( 1975) , Cunningham (1977) and Harste and Burke (1977) , 
among ochers. 
THE PROBLEM 

Consequently, this study is attempting to determine whether teachers 
do have conceptions of readingj whether these conceptions are refiected in 
instructional practices and the degree to which a teacher's reading concept 
tion guides and governs the pattern of instructional decisionF In readings 
The paper discusses the methodology employed, the results of teacher surveys, 
the results of naturalistic classroom studies and the conclusions to date. 
METHODOLOGY 

Two kinds of methodology have been employed: teacher surveys uiing a ' 
Proposit ional Invencory and naturalistic field studies in twenty-three classrooms 



The Propogitional Invencory waa dasigrLtd to rierve two majoi: purposes: 
to provide exploraCQry data regaraing whethtir teachers think about reading 
in concepcual patterns and to provide a tool lor Belectlng teachers for 
observational study. The categories refliicted in uhe instrumcmt were based 
on a literature search which isol^ced five ma j or conceptual views of reading: 
linear skills, basal tfext, natural language, interest and integrated curri- 
cuium. for each cunceptiya, nine propus i t ions reflecting that conception 
were selected and placed on a Likert scale, cruating a forty- five item 
instrument . This Instrument was then administered several times to determine 
the nature of teachet conceptions of reading and to study the relationship 
between certain demographic teaching characteristics and their conceptions 
of reading. Detailed information regarding the development and reliability 
of the Propositional Inventory ia reported elsewhere (Duffy and Metheny, 1978). 

The naturalistic field study has been conducted in twenty-three classrooms 
and- includes teachers from three states who were selected by data obtained 
from the Propositional Inventory and by nomination. Aa shown in Figure 1, 
this aspect of the study contains Wo strands. The left-hand strand focuses 
on determining teacher camceptions, with a conception being defined as 
'* / . , the sum of the stateinents the tc^acher offers as explanations for 
the decisions he/she makes about teaching impart ieularly in reading)." These 
Btatements are collected by '^Cr langulating'' (Denaen, 1970, 1978) three sources 
of data; in this case, the sources are statements collected over time from 
planned, formal interviews, from spontaneous interviews and from comments the 
ttacher makes to either the pupils or the observer in the pirocess of teaching. 
These stacements are then categorized and, if a category contains fi^- or 
more statements, it is considered to be a conception, 

a 1 was r^mov^d due to poor reproducibility . 
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The right hand strand oi Figure i focuses on the study of teaclier 

practices. Again, three dources of data are collected: field notes of . . 
i. 

observations, transcripts ot audio tapes of reading periods and analyses of 
pupil activities during the reading period. These praecices are studied 
CO determine the teachei-'s insEruccional parterns in the classroom. 

The instructional patterns are then compared with the teacher's 
conceptions to determine whether tht categories of statemencs are reflected 
the teacher's instructional practices,. It at least five instructional 
ctivities or patterns reflect ins a particular conception are observed and/or 
if the time spent in reading activities reflects a conception, it is determined 
that the conception gu^es and governs the ihatructionai practice. 
RESULTS OF- TEACHER SUKVEYS 

The Propositional Inventory has beem used to survey teachers at two 
points in time. The first included 602 teachers in three separate admints- 
tratiotis and focused primarily on determining the nature of conceptions. 
The second included 257 teachers and attempted to establish relationships 
between teachers' dem'ographic data and their conceptions of reading. 

Three major findings resulted from these surveys. The first is that 
teachers do think about reading in conceptual pacterns. Statistical analysis 
of teacher responses indicate that they do have conceptions of reading and 
that the tnstryment itself is an efficient and reliable means for determining 
these patterns. 

The second major finding is that, while teachers do respond in ternis 
of conceptual patterns, these patterns do not match the theoretical categortesi 
BO frequently discussed in the reading literature. Instead, teachert tend , 
to respond in terms of the more general Gategories of "content-centered" and 



'*pupil-csnCered,'^ with the former encompassing conceptionB such as basal 
text and linear skills and the latter encompassing natural language, 
interest and iotegratad curriculum models. 

Finally, a teacher- s conception of* reading seems to be associated most 
strongly with years of experience. This is reflected the fact that the 
older, more experienced teachers tend to reflect the "content -centered'* 
conceptions whiltr the younger and less experienced teachers reflect more 
"pupil -centered" concept ions . 
RESULTS OF NATURALISTIC FIELD STUDIES ^ 

Because data from the Propositional Inventory supported the hypotheais 
that teachers possess conceptions of reading, classroom field studies were 
initiated in order to gain more insight regarding the nature of such 
eoncepcions and their interaction with instructional practice. These fteld 
studies have produced findings regarding the nature of te^acher conceptions ^ 
theLr relationship to instructional practice and the degree to which concept 
tions guide and govern such practice. 

The Nature of Teacher Conceptions . The results of intensive teacher 
interviews and observations suggest seven insights regarding teacher con- 
ceptions. First, teachers do have conceptions of reading* In fact, all 
twenty-three teachers observed made five or more statements about ^a categpry 
of reading or reading instruction, thereby meeting the criterion for having 
a conception of reading, ^ 

The second insight is that more teachers have more than one conception 
of reading. In factj of the twenty-three teachers studied^ twenty had two 
or more conteptions, of reading. This can be seen in Figure 2, which is 
a graphic representation of the conceptions of two teachers. Each circLe 
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, represents a category of statements and varies in size according to the 
importance the teacher assigns to them. The circles are also arranged 
in quadrants. that reprusent eicher pupil-centered or conteKt^centered 
categories as well as reading-learning based or child^environment based. 



In cases where teachers do have multiple conceptions of reading j the 



Cendency is to select similar conceptions. For instance, a ceacher who 



pOBS^ses 



^a "basal" conception is likely to also select 



a '^phonetic skills'' 



or ''sight words'' conception and is less likely to espouse a 



"self-'selectlon 



of trade books^^ or a -'language experiencG'- conception. 

The third insight is that teachers not only have conceptions of reading 
but they also explain their instructional decisions with categoriEable 
statements that represent "non-reading" conceptions (see Figure 2, Teacher 3B) . 
For instance, some teachers have conceptions about mutual teacher-pupil 
respect, classroom management and routine, the amount of asatstance needed 
by low or high ability pupils, the way pupils learn, social-emotional 
characteristics and others. Fifteen of the twenty-three teaehers offered 
such non-reading conceptions, as well as reading conceptions, as explana- 
tions for their instructional decisions. 

Fourth, it is also clear that some teachers possess more complex con- 
ceptions than others (see Figure 2). This complexity is seen both in the 
number of conceptions a teacher espouses and in the number of statenienta 
the teacher generates to support each conception. For instance ^ two of the 
teachers studied espouse only one conception; at the other eKtreme, one 
teacher espouses eight categories of conceptions, two others espouse sIk 
■and five tiachers have five categories of conceptions. Similarly, some teacher 
generate only the rninimum of statements^ about an aspect of reading ^^hich ^ 




barely qualifies the category as a conception; othur teachers , however, 
generate a do^en or more statcmencs abcut a particular conceptionj thereby 
sagsesting that their concept ion may be more complex or richtr. 

Fifths teacher conceptions seem to vary in stability from teacher to 
teacher. For instance^ some teachers maintain the same concepttons and 
the same practices throughout the school year but others seem to be in 
transition in which one conception gradu.illy grows in importance in the 
teacher ■ s mind while others conceptions diminish in Importance, Figure 

i 

3 shows that the category of ''developmental stages of growth" is an 
important factor influencing Teacher 6B ' s instruction. This category has 
grown In importance over the school year, the dotted line within the 
circle represents the size that category was at the beginning of the 
sehool year. 

Sixth, it appears that a teacher's reading conception may be related 
to the grade U'vel taught and to the ability level of the pupils. For 
instance, sev©^ out of eight first grade teachers espouse "content-orienCed 
conceptions with the eighth takini; an eclectic position . On Che other 
hand, of the teachers who espouse the most ''pupLl-oriented" positions, all 
teach second grade or above. Similarly, teachers often seem to have a 
particular ability group in mind when they make statements about reading, 
a phenomenon evident in the fact that '*pupil-or iented" teachers often 
clarify *that their conception would change if the pupils were less able and 
"content-oriented'^ teachers say that their conception would change if their 
pupils were more able. 

Finally, Investigation of the genesis of teacher coneepttoha reveals 
that teachers do tnodi^y and change their conception of reading and reading 



instruecion over time, How^vmr , while many sources seem to trigger such 
chiiiTiges teacher education classes in raading mythodology appear to be 
one the least intluontial sources* 

ThB Relationship Between Conception- and PracLice. The study of class- 
rooins indicates that teacher conceptions of reading are reflected in instruc- 
tional practices; of the twenty-chree teachers Ktudied, the instructional 
practices of all but four retler:t cheir stated conceptions. For instance, 
a teacher espousing a basal conception was observed conducting activities 
typically associated with basal text instruction and analysis of her time 
uti?.ization reveals that she spent 50% of her time in guided reading of 
basal stories and 35% of her time in related skill instruction. A teacher 
espousing a more *'pupil-centered'* conception, on the other hand, was 
observed conducting a variety of instructional activities andj while she 
devoted 55% of her time to basals and related skills, she also devoted 35% 
of her time to the affective and oral language dimensions of reading (see 
'Figure 4). Gsnerally^ these consistent relationships between conception 
and instructional practice are evident across teachers. 

Do Readin g CQnceptions Govern Instructional Practice ? Despite the 
fact that the instructional practices of most teachers reflect their reading 
conceptions, it is not possible to state that reading eonceptions are all that 
govern Instructional decision-making in reading. Instead, it appears to be 
but one of several influences on the teacher's behavior; the reading concep- 
tion is filtered through and modified by other influences and ^ when applied 
to classroom practice r is a unique reflection of all these influences, 

^Paratnount among these influences is the presence of other conceptions 
of a non-reading nature. All but eight of the twenty-three teachers possessed 
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fXs l:.-/'such "non-reading" conceptions which modity decision-making during reading. 

- Further, for seven of the fifteen ceachars having "non-reading" conceptions, 

■'-V-:"- 
-| *i . , such "non-reading" conceptions seam to dominate the teacher's mind and . 
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tnfLuence observed practice more than the reading conception. 



Anocher 'iniLuence is thu existence of an apparently Implicit belief 
: ' , among teachers that beginning readers (either first graders or pupils who 
i; read like first graders) must receive "content -oriented" Instruction. > ". 

Five of the teachers studied made thta distinction clear in their statements 
while the obseirved practice of seven others indicated that they, too, were ' ■ 

making a similar distinction. The implication seems to be that teachers 
possass yet another type of conceptipn; a conception^^hich says that ; 
■/^ children reading at a low level need more structure and content and that ^ ; 

the "pupil-centered*' concepts such as those embodied in natural language, 
interest and integrated curriculum activities must be saved until the ^ '-j;^^ 
pupil ha$ the ability to read independently. 

CONCLUSIONS • . . ' 

' The ultimate goal of this research la Co Identify a key Ingredient 
which'distlngulshes effective teachers from Ineffective ones. To date, the 
data do not support the basic hypothesis that effective reading teachers ■ , 

are necessarily those who analyze the Instructional situation In terms 

of a reading conc^tlon. Instead, the interaction between instruction U\ 
in reading and reading conceptions is a complex one; while teachers do . ^ 

apparently have conceptions, these include many different kinds, all of „ , ■| 

which modify the teacher's instructional decislon-mfking In subtle, but 
jf - ; ; . significant ways. Fukher, it is clear that identical conceptions can be 

y ■ employed, in qualitatiyUy different ways; -for instance, two teachers 
£l?l>5 : .espousing a "basal" conception can be applied in qultie different ways. 
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The task now is to learn more about how teachers ■ various conceptions 
(including the reading ones) Interact with each other and with the 
instructional context, how all these guide and govern the instructional 
decision-making process and the way in which teacher conceptions are tied 
to qualitative instructional practice. While teacher conceptions are 
clearly much more complex than simply associating one instructional 
decision with a matching theory of reading, there is nevertheless evidence 
that teachers possess conceptions which guide and govern their, instruction* 
Our task is to discover the specifics of how these operate. 



■14- 



References 



Barr, Rebecca and Gerald G. Duffy. "Teacher Conceptions of Reading: 
The Evolution of a Research Study,'* Research Series No. 17, 
Institute for Research on Teach lf.!g. East Lansing: Michigan 
State University, July, 1978, 

Buike, Sandra and Duffy, Gerald. "Do Teacher Concuptlons of Reading 
■Influence Instructional Practiue?" A paper presonted at the . 
annual conference of the American Education Reaearch Association, 
San FranclgcQ, California, April, 1979, 

Bond. Guy and Dykstra, Robert. The cooperaci^e r«Bearch program in first 
grade reading insCruction. Reading Rgsearch Qua rterly, 1967, 2 
(4), &-126. . . , / ' 

Brophy, Jere 4. Good, Thornas. Teachcr-sc nriPne relatiorfships : causes 
and consequences . New York: Holt, ftineharc and/Winston, 1974. 
' " , / 

Carroll, John B. £. Chall, Jeanne. Toward a 'fit erate / sbclety i the raporc 
of. the commltcee on reading of the national a eaaemy of education. 
New York: McGraw-Hill, 1975. 



Cunningham. Patricia. "Match Informal Evaluation to Your Teaching 
Practices." The Reading Teacher . (October, 1977) pp. 51-56. 

Denzen, N. Sociological Methods: A Sourcebook. ;2nd edition. New 
York: McGraw-Hill, 1978. / ' 

Denzen, N, The Research Act . Chicago; Aldlno, 1970. 



DufEy, Gerald and William Metheny. "The 'Development of an- Instrument 
to Measure Teacher Beliefs About Reading.". A paper presented 
at the Nacional Reading Conference, St. Petersburg, Florida, 
December, 1978, 

Harste, Jerome and Carolyn L. Burke. "A New Hypothesis for Reading 
Teacher Research: Both the Teaching and I^earnlng of Reading 
Are Theoretically Based," In Readings TheOrv, Rbsearch and 
Practice. Twentv-slxth Yearbook of the National Reading Conferenee. 
Ed. F. David Pearson iClemson, SiCr: Natflonal Reading Conference,. 



Kamll, Michael and Pearson, P. David. "Theory and Practice in Teaphing 

Reading." New York University Education Quarterly . Winter, 1979, lO-lb. 

Sherman. -George, Vlnsonhaler, John and WeinsHank, Annette, "Model of Reading 
, : and Learning to Read." A paper to be published . Institute for Research 
on Teaching, East Lansing: Michigan State University. 1979. • 



Q .. . * • 

ERIC 



